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“I Think, Therefore I Do”
Cognitions Related to Flourishing in Emerging Adulthood
Larry J. Nelson, Nathan A. Jorgensen,
and Adam A. Rogers

Copyright © 2017. Oxford University Press USA - OSO. All rights reserved.

The focus of this volume is to bring greater attention to the ways in
which many young people flourish during the third decade of life. In
doing so, the majority of the chapters have focused on the things that
emerging adults do that reflect positive development (e.g., volunteerism,
service, political activism, education, preparation for careers). It may be,
however, that the very way in which young people cognitively approach
the third decade might influence whether they flourish or flounder.
Also, it may be that how they view adulthood (i.e., the fourth decade of
life and beyond) might have bearing on what they do during emerging
adulthood. Hence, the purpose of this chapter is to examine some of the
cognitions (i.e., attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions) of young people that
might be related to flourishing during the third decade of life.
There is a growing body of work in four different domains of
beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions that appear to be related to how
young people approach their late teens and twenties. These domains
include cognitions about (a) time, (b) the third decade of life, (c) adulthood, and (d) marriage. The theory and research that exist in each of
these areas begin to paint an increasingly clear picture of the ways in
which beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions about the present and future
can shape current behaviors and the paths that young people take
through their twenties.

Views About Time
Although not a theory that is focused specifically on emerging adulthood, Zimbardo and Boyd (1999) have developed the time perspective
approach to explaining individual differences based on the orientation
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that people have toward time. To assess these differences, they created
the Zimbardo Time Perspective Inventory, in which they identified five
subscales related to the perspective of time, including the Past-Negative
scale (reflecting a generally negative, pessimistic view of the past), the
Past-Positive scale (reflecting a warm, sentimental, nostalgic attitude
toward the past), the Present-Hedonistic scale (reflecting a hedonistic,
risk-taking attitude toward time), the Present-Fatalistic scale (reflecting a helpless and hopeless attitude toward life), and the Future scale
(capturing a general future orientation). In a synthesis of findings associated with each of these time perspectives, Boyd & Zimbardo (2005)
describe those individuals with a future-time perspective as working
harder in the present, planning and practicing for the future, and engaging in fewer risk behaviors. On the other hand, those with a present-
time orientation (i.e., present-hedonistic, present-fatalistic) tend to take
greater risks, have more negative interactions with others, and experience greater depression and anxiety.
This line of work has implications for the study of emerging adults
specifically because some young people may view the third decade of life
as a time during which they should be focused on living in the “here and
now,” while others may see it as a time to prepare for the future (and, of
course, some might be living in the past, either doing so with nostalgia or
trying to cope with the negatives in their earlier experiences). It should be
noted that Boyd & Zimbardo (2005) argue that present and future orientations are not necessarily polar opposites, but are orthogonal, in that some
people can think about both the present and the future. Thus, emerging
adults’ views of this stage of their lives may be wide and varied.
In sum, the work that has been done via the lens of time perspective
provides the first piece of evidence suggesting that how and whether
people focus on the past, present, or future may be related to current
beliefs and behaviors. Specifically, work shows that the orientation
toward time that might be most clearly associated with flourishing is a
future-time perspective. As will be demonstrated in the following sections, research that specifically addresses emerging adulthood also supports this notion.

Views About the Third Decade of Life
As noted, the time perspective provides evidence that a perspective
of time may be influencing young people’s behaviors, but, again, this
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theory was not specifically developed to understand emerging adults’
trajectories through the third decade of life. There is, however, a growing body of work that looks specifically at what young people think
about their emerging-adult years that may help account for the variance
in behaviors in emerging adulthood. One line of work has come as a
response to Arnett’s (2000, 2004) theory of emerging adulthood wherein
he claims that there are five features of the time period: (1) an age of
feeling in-between (emerging adults do not see themselves as either an
adolescent or an adult), (2) an age of possibilities (emerging adults are
optimistic and have high hopes for the future), (3) an age of instability
(marked by instability in work, relationships, education, and residential status), (4) an age of identity explorations (emerging adults are free to
explore identity in the areas of work, love, and worldviews), and (5) a
self-focused age of life (emerging adults are not self-centered, but rather
are free from social and other obligations that allow productive focus
on the self).
In an initial attempt to assess whether or not young people actually view emerging adulthood the way that Arnett theorized, Reifman,
Colwell, & Arnett (2007) designed the Inventory of the Dimensions
of Emerging Adulthood (IDEA) to tap the five factors Arnett proposed, with an additional exploratory factor of other-focus (e.g., “this
period of my life is a time of settling down”). Since its publication,
the majority of studies employing the IDEA have focused on corroborating the assumption that emerging adulthood represents a distinct developmental period (e.g., Arias & Hernández, 2007; Macek,
Bejček, & Vaníčková, 2007; Negru, 2012; Reifman et al., 2007; Sirsch,
Dreher, Mayr, & Willinger, 2009). However, of greatest interest to this
chapter is work explicating links between IDEA dimensions and psychosocial outcomes. Studies using the IDEA or one of its close adaptations have linked the various dimensions of emerging adulthood to
indices of both adjustment and maladjustment. For example, viewing this period as a time of exploration and possibilities is positively
linked to quality of life (Huismann et al., 2012) and life satisfaction
(Negru, 2012), but also to greater drug and alcohol use (Allem, Forster,
Neiberger, & Unger, 2015; Lisha et al., 2014). Viewing this period
as a time of instability is negatively associated with life satisfaction
(Huismann et al., 2012; Reifman et al., 2007) and positively associated
with greater depressive symptomology (Luyckx, De Witte, & Goossens,
2011). Some recent studies have even aggregated the IDEA dimensions
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to represent the degree to which emerging adults are immersed in this
developmental period. These studies show greater “emerging adult status” to be linked to both risk and resilience. For example, identification
with emerging adulthood is associated with greater drug and alcohol
use and depressive symptoms (Baggio, Iglesias, Studer, & Gmel, 2015),
but is also linked to greater psychosocial growth following traumatic
experiences (Arpawong et al., 2016).
Of particular note for flourishing are growing numbers of studies
that report on protective links with the exploratory “other-focus” dimension. Viewing emerging adulthood as a time to be focused on other
people is negatively associated with marijuana use and binge drinking
(Allem, Lisha, Soto, Baezconde-Garbanati, & Unger, 2013), as well as a
greater motivation to forsake problematic substance using habits when
they exist (Goodman, Henderson, Peterson-Badali, & Goldstein, 2015).
This view of other-focus may also foster better mental health, protecting
against problems such as Machiavellianism (a disposition for cunning,
deceit, and duplicity) and psychopathy in general (Barlett & Barlett,
2015, 2016). Taken together, this growing literature suggests that the different views about the features of emerging adulthood may be a fruitful
avenue in helping us distinguish between flourishing and floundering
during this period.
One of the limitations to the IDEA is that it primarily assesses broad
views of emerging adulthood (e.g., time of exploration, time of possibilities) but neglects individuals’ specific views of its purposes, or what
this time of life should be used for (e.g., pleasure, preparation for future
roles, experimentation). Nelson and colleagues addressed this limitation by focusing on the specific things that young people think they
should do during emerging adulthood (Nelson, Willoughby, Rogers, &
Padilla-Walker, 2015). Five scales were developed reflecting different
views of what the time period should be about; namely, risk-taking (e.g.,
a time to drink and get drunk), uncertainty (e.g., a time of confusion),
role preparation (e.g., a time to prepare to marry and be a parent), possibilities (e.g., a time of optimism and fun), and stress (e.g., a time of high
pressure).
In our work, we have found that endorsement of these different views does appear to distinguish between indices of adjustment
(e.g., prosocial behaviors, school engagement) and maladjustment
(e.g., binge drinking, depression). Specifically, similar to Boyd and
Zimbardo’s (2005) present-hedonistic-time perspective, we found that
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present-oriented views with a focus on pleasure seeking (e.g., risktaking) generally indicated maladjustment, such as greater substance
use, greater pornography use, more frequent risky sexual behavior, and
emotional dysregulation, whereas present-oriented views not focused
solely on pleasure seeking (e.g., possibilities) showed protective links
with greater mental health (e.g., less emotional dysregulation and less
depression) and greater community involvement. Future-
oriented
views, particularly those related to family formation, while not particularly protective, were also not linked to most risky behaviors. In our
work focused on emerging adults’ relationships, we have also found
these future-oriented views to be associated with young people’s movement into committed romantic relationships. Here, the possibilities view
was linked to a lower likelihood of premarital cohabitation, whereas
the family-roles view was linked to a greater likelihood of cohabitation
(Rogers, Willoughby, & Nelson, 2016). In other words, viewing this
period as a time to prepare for future family roles may dispose emerging adults toward forms of relationships reflecting higher levels of commitment, such as cohabitation, whereas viewing this time as one of
possibilities may make individuals less willing to settle down into more
committed relationships. Together, our preliminary work employing
these scales demonstrates the importance of emerging adults’ perceived
purposes of this period of life, which can influence psychosocial and
relational outcomes.
In addition to work using the IDEA (Reifman et al., 2007) and
related inventories (e.g., Nelson et al., 2015), there have been other
attempts to tap into the beliefs that emerging adults have about how
they should approach the third decade of life. For example, Ravert
(2009) asked young people the question, “How often do you do or try
something because you think you won’t be able to do it later on when
you settle down as an adult?” (p. 382). The most common theme that
emerged was travel/adventure, followed by social events, alcohol/
tobacco/drug use, relationships (e.g., focused on dating, multiple sexual experiences, etc.), carefree lifestyle (e.g., being lazy, enjoying not
having a real job), sports/action, academic/career (e.g., being able to
change schools or change jobs), and independence/personal expression. Ravert captured a sentiment held by some young people that
emerging adulthood is a time to engage in what he termed “now or
never behaviors”; that is, a desire to engage in as much fun as possible
before having to settle down.
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This important work again underscores how views about the
future appear to be tied directly to current choices regarding behavior.
It should be noted, however, that Ravert’s study captured only one possible view of the time period, specifically a present-orientation of time
(i.e., needing to do things now that one will not get to do later). Some
might argue that this present-only approach to studying the time period
is rather pessimistic and not shared by all emerging adults (i.e., others may have a future-orientation). Regardless, it does contribute to the
growing body of work suggesting that the cognitions about how the
third decade of life should be lived are tied to the actual behaviors in
which young people engage.
In sum, growing evidence (albeit early) suggests that young people’s approaches to the third decade of life might be related to their
actual behaviors during this same period. This early work may help
us to better understand how views of the time period may be tied to
indices of flourishing (e.g., well-being, quality of life, fewer risk behaviors) versus floundering (e.g., depression, more risk behaviors). This
emerging work also suggests that beliefs about adulthood (i.e., the period
after emerging adulthood) may also impact behaviors during the third
decade of life. For example, Ravert’s work regarding beliefs about
adulthood (e.g., a time during which one no longer gets to do anything
fun) appear to influence the things young people feel they should do
(adaptive or maladaptive) during emerging adulthood. We next take a
closer look at what young people think about becoming adults and how
that might be tied to flourishing.

Views About Adulthood
Since the introduction of Arnett’s (2000, 2004) theory of emerging adulthood, there has been an explosion of work examining what young people think about their own status as adults and their conceptions of what
it means to be an adult (see Nelson & Luster, 2015 for a review). There
is much less work that has been done examining how these conceptions
of adulthood might be tied to current indices of flourishing in emerging adulthood. This is an important area to investigate, because young
people increasingly do not feel like adults. Arnett (1997) reported that
only 27% of 18–23-years-olds and 30% of 25–28-year-olds responded
that they saw themselves as adults. These numbers likely vary based on
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a variety of factors (e.g., gender, socioeconomic status, student status,
culture, religion), but research over the past two decades continues to
show that large proportions of young people do not yet see themselves
as adults (Nelson & Luster, 2015). It may be that the conceptions they
have about (a) when adult status is attained, (b) what the acquisition
of that status will require, and (c) how they feel about becoming an
adult (whether they see it positively or negatively) might be essential
in explaining the extent to which young people flourish or flounder
between the ages of 18 and 29.
The extent to which young people see themselves as adults may
play an important role in flourishing. In a study comparing a small
group of perceived adults (i.e., they self-report as considering themselves to be adults) with their emerging-adult peers (i.e., they do not
yet consider themselves to be adults), the perceived adults were less
depressed, engaged in fewer risk behaviors (e.g., illegal drug use and
drunk driving), and had a better sense of their overall identity and what
type of person they wanted as a romantic partner (Nelson & Barry, 2005).
This work, albeit limited, suggests that starting to see oneself as an adult
might be an important step along a flourishing trajectory (indeed, there
is certainly evidence that one might flounder if one takes on adult roles
before seeing oneself as an adult; Nelson, 2009). So, in sum, there is evidence that one factor in flourishing may be the extent to which young
people see themselves as adults.
The extent to which young people see themselves as adults and the
extent to which they flourish might be tied to the perceptions of what
it means to be an adult. There is an abundance of work (see Nelson &
Luster, 2015 for a review) that shows that today’s young people (with
only some cultural variation) view intangible internal markers of adulthood as the requisite criteria in becoming an adult, including, most
notably, accepting responsibility for self, being able to make decisions
independently, becoming less self-oriented, and gaining financial independence. Markers that tap role transitions that might more clearly
demarcate entry into adult roles (e.g., marriage and bearing children)
are seldom endorsed by emerging adults as requisite for becoming an
adult. Chronological markers (e.g., reaching age 18 or age 21), biological
markers (e.g., capable of bearing/fathering children, or growing to full
height), and behavioral markers (e.g., having had sexual intercourse or
buying a house) are likewise seldom selected. Thus, today’s young people seem to feel that being an adult is less about roles, age, and behaviors, and more about the achievement of certain internal characteristics.
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What is noticeably lacking from the work examining criteria for
adulthood is how variation in the markers deemed necessary for
adulthood might be related to the variation in flourishing in emerging adulthood. However, there is recent evidence from our work
(Nelson & Padilla-Walker, 2013) that demonstrates an important link
between the criteria one holds for adulthood and indices of flourishing. We identified three groups of young people—one group that was
flourishing and two types that were floundering. The characteristics
that distinguished the first floundering group (28% of the sample that
was labeled the “externalizing group”) were high levels of alcohol,
drug, pornography, and video game use, as well as a high number of
sexual partners. The second floundering group (8% of the sample that
was labeled “poorly adjusted group”) consisted of individuals who,
like the externalizing group, scored high on alcohol and drug use and
number of sexual partners, but they also scored high on depression
and anxiety and low on self-esteem. The flourishing group (64% of
the sample) was characterized by strong, internalized values related to
kindness, honesty, and fairness, as well as low levels of anxiety, depression, substance use (e.g., alcohol and drug use), video game use, and
pornography use, as well as fewer risky sexual behaviors (e.g., numbers of sexual partners). After identifying these three groups via cross-
sectional mixture modeling, the groups were compared on a number
of indices deemed relevant to emerging-adult development, including
the criteria they deemed important for adulthood. Interestingly, the
well-adjusted emerging adults rated criteria related to norm compliance
(e.g., avoid becoming drunk, avoid petty crimes like shoplifting) and
family capacities (e.g., become capable of caring for children) as more
important than did the externalizing and poorly adjusted emerging
adults, whereas the poorly adjusted emerging adults rated age/biological transitions (e.g., reaching age 21) as more important than did well-
adjusted and externalizing emerging adults.
It is difficult to draw any conclusions from one study regarding
the wide variety of ways in which views about adulthood might be
linked to adjustment in emerging adulthood. However, when taken
in tandem with other research examining whether or not individuals
see themselves as adults and the research investigating views about
what is needed to be an adult, it appears that cognitions surrounding beliefs about adulthood might very much be tied to flourishing in
emerging adulthood. Specifically, it appears that beliefs that adulthood
is achieved through an active process that includes complying with

Cognitions Related to Flourishing

251

Padilla-Walker, L. M., & Nelson, L. J. (Eds.). (2017). Flourishing in emerging adulthood : Positive development during the third
decade of life. ProQuest Ebook Central <a onclick=window.open('http://ebookcentral.proquest.com','_blank') href='http://ebookcentral.proquest.com' target='_
Created from byu on 2021-01-30 15:55:48.

societal norms, rather than an automatic and passive change, may be
tied to flourishing.

Views About Marriage

Copyright © 2017. Oxford University Press USA - OSO. All rights reserved.

An additional body of work that demonstrates how beliefs about the
future might be tied to indices of flourishing during the third decade
of life is the growing body of theory and research related to views
about marriage. For example, martial horizon theory (Carroll et al.,
2007) argues that emerging adults have beliefs about a future marriage
that may or may not take place, and these beliefs shape their future
trajectories to prioritize or deprioritize marriage. There are three main
components to these beliefs about marriage: marital timing (i.e., ideal
and desired age of marriage), marital importance (i.e., both in general
and relative to other aspects of life), and criteria for marriage readiness (i.e., necessary traits/accomplishments for marriage). Empirical
evidence links all three components of this theory to trends in current
risk and sexual behaviors as well as family formation values (Carroll
et al., 2007; Carroll et al., 2009; Willoughby & Carroll, 2009; Willoughby
& Dworkin, 2008).
The first component of marital horizon theory focuses on desired
marital timing. This work has shown that a younger desired age of marriage is related to less substance use, fewer sexually permissive attitudes,
and more family-centered values (Carroll et al., 2007). Additionally, the
current desire to marry significantly predicts lower binge drinking and
marijuana use above and beyond many known predictors of risk-taking
(Willoughby & Dworkin, 2008). Although the percentage of variance
explained in this work is relatively small, it presents evidence that attitudes regarding when one wants to marry are tied to current indicators
of risk and well-being.
The second component of marital horizon theory is focused on
the importance a person places on marriage. The growing research
examining beliefs about the importance of marriage likewise supports the notion that beliefs and attitudes about marriage are tied
to current beliefs and behaviors. The importance of marriage relative to other life goals has been found to be positively associated
with family-c entered values, and negatively related to sexually permissive attitudes, endorsement of cohabitation, and substance use
(Carroll et al., 2007). Similarly, the general importance of marriage
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has been linked to more family-
centered values (Carroll et al.,
2007) and sexual activity (Willoughby & Carroll, 2009). It should
be noted that there is also evidence that the relationship between
marital attitudes and sexual behavior is bidirectional, in that
behaviors also influence attitudes (Willoughby, 2012; Willoughby
& Carroll, 2009).
The final piece of marital horizon theory pertains to a person’s
readiness for marriage and what he or she believes is necessary in
order to be ready to marry. An examination of views about marriage
readiness revealed that the majority of emerging adults do not feel
ready to get married (Carroll et al., 2009). In general, there is a belief
among emerging adults (more apparent for women than men) that criteria for marriage readiness include reducing risk behaviors, complying with norms of society (e.g., avoid becoming drunk, avoid illegal
drugs), preparing to support and care for a family, and developing
relational skills. Relevant to this chapter are links between criteria for
marriage readiness and emerging adults’ current beliefs and behaviors.
For example, emerging adults who felt that they needed to be sexually
experienced before marriage reported significantly higher levels of current sexual permissiveness, substance use, and endorsement of cohabitation. There were also associations between criteria for adulthood and
risk behaviors. These findings provide additional evidence that beliefs
about marriage are tied to current attitudes and behaviors. Indeed,
taken together, these findings indicate that the nearer marriage is on
the horizon, the more importance placed on marriage, and endorsing
criteria for marriage focused on norm compliance may all serve as protective factors against risk behaviors.
Another small but growing body of work that proposes a link
between approaches to marriage and current beliefs and behaviors is
captured in the framework of cornerstone versus capstone approaches
to marriage. Whereas previous generations viewed marriage as a
cornerstone upon which a future life is built, it appears that current
generations tend to view marriage as a capstone of achievements
(Hymowitz, Carroll, Wilcox, & Kaye, 2013; Wilcox, Wolfinger, & Stokes,
2015). In other words, there is a prevailing view among young people
that marriage should occur after one has accomplished tasks such as
completing an education, starting a career, and becoming financially
independent, as well as having had fun and experimented with life
fully. Researchers are starting to identify the possible long-term benefits and costs of delaying marriage (e.g., women who wait until age
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30 to marry tend to make more money, and people who marry later
have lower divorce rates; Hymowitz et al., 2013), but much more work
is needed on how these views impact flourishing (and floundering) in
the years before marriage. For example, some researchers have speculated that viewing marriage as a capstone event might put one at risk
for lower overall life satisfaction and increased risk for children born
out of wedlock (Hymowitz et al., 2013). Others have argued that many
do not feel able to meet the economic and emotional requirements of
marriage, and thus view marriage as something out of their reach, and,
as a result, delay marriage, which prolongs typical patterns of risky
substance use and risky sexual behaviors (Wilcox et al., 2015). Again,
though, much more work is needed to examine how views of marriage
as a cornerstone or capstone may be related to young people’s current
attitudes and behaviors, especially those that would be indicative of
flourishing.
Another framework, marital paradigms theory (Willoughby, Hall,
& Luczak, 2015), captures beliefs not just about getting married, as in
marital horizon theory (Carroll et al., 2007), but also beliefs about being
married (Hall, 2006). The word paradigms is used to describe more than
just cognitions and attitudes—it also describes a more comprehensive
set of beliefs. Paradigms about getting married include timing (i.e.,
expected age of marriage), salience (i.e., the importance one places on
getting married), and context (i.e., benchmarks that must be met before
one is ready to marry), and paradigms about being married include
processes (i.e., expectations about relationship quality and how spouses
treat each other), permanence (i.e., attitudes toward divorce), and
centrality (i.e., the importance of marriage relative to other aspects of
life). Although the relationship of paradigms and behaviors is bidirectional (Willoughby, Hall, & Luczak, 2015; Willoughby, Medaris, James,
& Bartholomew, 2014), the focus in this chapter is on the influence of
paradigms on behavior indicative of flourishing. Empirical evidence
has demonstrated that marital paradigms do indeed influence behaviors and perceptions of relational well-being. Higher marital salience
in unmarried emerging adults predicted lower levels of binge drinking
over a 1-year period (Willoughby et al., 2014). In a sample of dating,
cohabiting, and married individuals, marital salience was positively
linked to relationship commitment, which in turn related to increased
relational effort, and was ultimately associated with increased perceptions of relational satisfaction and stability (Willoughby, 2015). This
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pattern between commitment, relational effort, and relational well-
being was also found for beliefs about marital permanence. Increased
marital centrality, or the expected importance one will place on a future
marriage compared to other aspects of life, is related to fewer risk-taking and risky sexual behaviors (Hall & Willoughby, 2014; Willoughby,
Hall, & Goff, 2015).
In a study that investigated a combination of all six marital paradigms (Willoughby & Hall, 2014), participants were grouped into
three paradigm categories reflecting their views of marriage: enthusiast, delayer, and hesitant. The enthusiast group included about one
third of the sample, and was characterized by overall positive views
of marriage and a desire to transition to marriage. The delayer group
made up about one-tenth of the sample, and held overall negative
views of marriage and had little desire to marry. The hesitant group
was the largest group, making up over half of the sample. Although
the hesitant group’s means on marital paradigms were different from
the other two groups, they tended to be closer to enthusiasts in positive views of marriage, but closer to the delayers in a lack of belief
in marital permanence. Results revealed that family-centered values
were highest in the enthusiast group and lower in the hesitant and
delayer groups. Another key difference was that the hesitant group
scored higher than the enthusiast group in both general alcohol consumption and binge-
drinking behaviors. These findings provide
evidence that marital paradigms may play an important role in distinguishing between those who might flourish and those who might
flounder.
In synthesizing findings that are emerging from the different conceptual/theoretical approaches that have been covered (i.e., marital
horizon theory, capstone versus cornerstone approaches to marriage,
marital paradigm theory), we identify several important themes that
have implications for our understanding of the ways in which views
about marriage in the future are associated with indices of flourishing in
the current lives of emerging adults. Overall, there is evidence that cognitions about marriage impact both risk-taking and relational behaviors,
which may indicate that it is similar to the other-focus dimension in the
IDEA measure. Specifically, there is a clear pattern that as marriage is
viewed as more important and more eminent in one’s life, substance use
and sexual behaviors tend to decline, and relational commitment, effort,
satisfaction, and stability tend to increase.
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Future Directions
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In this chapter, we have attempted to review a small but growing body
of work explicating how beliefs about the future might be tied to current behaviors indicative of flourishing. In demonstrating that there
does indeed appear to be evidence that current behaviors may be tied to
beliefs about the time period as well as future events, such as attaining
adulthood and marrying, we hope that a significant result of this chapter will be to foster greater awareness of this important line of inquiry
and, thereby, increase future efforts in research to examine this topic.
Although there are many different questions that need to be addressed,
there are a few directions for future work that we think would be particularly important.
First, only a few studies have examined emerging adults’ perceived
purposes of emerging adulthood, but have found these to be successful
predictors of well-being. As such, this appears to be a fruitful direction
for future studies, particularly in studying adjustment and maladjustment indices across psychosocial and relational domains. In particular,
emerging adults most likely endorse several of these views in tandem
and to varying degrees. Person-centered approaches can be particularly
helpful in distinguishing such profiles and how they may be differentially associated with emerging adults’ flourishing.
Second, related to the role of beliefs about marriage, it is interesting
that many young emerging adults identify 25 as an ideal age to marry,
but we know that the median age of marriage is now 29 for men and
27 for women (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). Thus, it would be interesting
to examine the bidirectional influences between beliefs about marriage
and current behaviors that appear to shape the ultimate timing of marriage. Furthermore, within the framework of capstone versus cornerstone approaches to marriage, there appear to be both benefits and costs
of delaying marriage. Thus, just what are the aspects of the “single life”
that people might need to be experiencing in emerging adulthood that
would be indicative of flourishing in the present, but also that would
lead to indices of well-being in future adult lives and relationships? For
example, Carroll and colleagues (2009) emphasize the importance of
education and career goals, which are arguably good for a future marriage, but what about other aspects of the “single life” that might facilitate future relational and individual well-being? By identifying what
things (e.g., identity achievement) might be beneficial by coming before
or after marriage, respectively, parents, educators, clinicians may be
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able to help shape the beliefs of young people in a way that promotes
flourishing.
Indeed, one of the areas for which there is almost no research is that
which examines the origin of the beliefs we have discussed in this chapter. It might be easy to speculate as to the roles of parents, peers, and
media, but actual evidence for the role of socializing agents in the formation of these cognitions is almost nonexistent in emerging adulthood.
For example, we have conducted work examining the extent to which
parents of emerging adults believe their children are adults and the criteria that parents have for considering whether or not their emerging-
adult children are adults. Like most young people, the majority of their
parents did not view their 18–29-year-old children to be adults. When
we compared young people’s answers to their parents’ regarding the
criteria for adulthood, we found that parents emphasized similar characteristics as requisite for adulthood (Nelson et al., 2007). This similarity
might suggest that children are developing their ideas about adulthood
from their parents, but we know of no work that has specifically examined the processes whereby socializing agents shape the cognitions that
young people have about the future, the third decade of life, becoming an adult, or getting married. Given the growing evidence that these
cognitions are linked to behaviors indicative of flourishing and floundering, there is a need for future work to examine the origin of these
cognitions, especially the role of important socializing agents.
Finally, there is a need for more longitudinal work in this area.
Nearly all of the work reviewed in this chapter is cross-sectional, with
the exception of a few short-term longitudinal studies. Much more work
is needed to examine the links between beliefs about the future and their
effect on both current behaviors and long-term outcomes. A lot of work,
including our own, has focused on how beliefs shape behaviors in the
third decade of life, but many of the effects of the interactions between
beliefs and behaviors of emerging adults will possibly be most keenly
seen as they enter early adulthood. For example, it appears that some
young people are engaging in lower amounts of the risk behaviors that
are common to many emerging adults. It is conceivable to think that this
might translate into better outcomes in regard to health and well-being
later. Likewise, if some young people choose to spend their twenties
in a primary pursuit of fun and leisure (e.g., Ravert, 2009) because of
a more present time perspective or negative view of adulthood, there
may be reason to expect less career/financial stability as they enter their
thirties. Will individuals in the fourth decade of life experience regret at
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things they did or did not do as emerging adults because of their beliefs
about what their twenties were for? Might this regret impact their relationships, identity, and overall life satisfaction? The work reviewed in
this chapter suggests that cognitions appear to be related to indices of
flourishing and floundering in emerging adulthood, but further work
is definitely needed to see the long-term effects of the intersection of
beliefs and behaviors.

Conclusion

Copyright © 2017. Oxford University Press USA - OSO. All rights reserved.

In this chapter, we set out to examine some of the cognitions (i.e., attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions) of young people that might be related
to flourishing during the third decade of life. Indeed, we noted at the
outset that the majority of the chapters in this book would be focused
on the things that emerging adults do that reflect positive development
(e.g., volunteerism, service, political activism, education, preparation
for careers), and we hoped to underscore that the way young people
think might also influence whether or not they flourish. The chapter
drew from a range of growing bodies of research to show that young
people’s perceptions of the present and future can shape current behaviors and the paths that young people take through their twenties. We
specifically examined how beliefs about time (i.e., present or future orientation), the third decade of life (e.g., what this period of their lives
should be used for or include), adulthood (e.g., what it means to be an
adult and what they believe they need to accomplish to become one),
and marriage (e.g., beliefs about its importance and when it should
occur) might be related to the choices they make as emerging adults.
We also pointed to areas of research that might be conducted to further understand the links between cognitions and behavior in emerging adulthood, which we hope will cause the reader to consider the
cognitions that might lead young people to participate in some of the
other positive endeavors outlined in the various chapters of this volume. We believe it is important to engage in this exercise of connecting
views about time, the third decade of life, adulthood, and marriage
to these range of positive behaviors, because emerging work suggests
that we might tweak Descartes’ famous proposition to read “I think,
therefore I do.”
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